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I. Introduction 
A. Problem 
The problem in property assessment in the 
Commonwealth of Massachusetts is that the methods are 
neither uniform throughout the state, nor are they 
equitably enforced. This thesis is to point out tbrough 
case studies the various faults of the system and then 
proceed to find a solution to the problem. 
B. Importance 
The importance of this is plain. Through an 
equitable assessment method 1. people and businesses 
domiciled in the Commonwealth will be more satisfied with 
their present status, 2. new business will be apt to 
consider the state as a prospective home. 
C. Work Already Accomplished 
One of the most important works done in the 
field has been by the National Association of Assessing 
Officers. In a brief review they state that an equalizing 
process is capable of fulfilling at least six different 
purposes, as follows: 
111. To equalize the burden of taxes imposed by 
a governmental unit which is not itself an 
assessment distrj_ct but which bases its 
taxes upon assessments made by two or more 
independent assessment agencies. 
"2. To equalize the tax burden upon two classes 
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of property which are subject to the smae 
or related tax rates but which are assessed 
by two or more independent assessment 
agencies. 
"3. To equalize the apportionment of moneys 
collected by one governmental unit and dis-
tributed to several other governmental units 
and their assessed valuations are determined 
by two or more independent assessment 
agencies. 
"4· To implement tax rate and debt limitations 
by preventing their nullification throug h 
overassessment and their intensific a tion 
through underassessment. 
"5. To equalize the tax burden upon different 
types of property within the jurisdiction of 
a single assessment agency when that agency 
has unlawfully discriminated between types. 
11 6. To equalize the tax burden upon property 
located in different parts of a single 
assessment district when the assessment 
agency has unlawfully discriminate d between 
a re as . " 
Another work is by A. Bristol Goodman, Assessment 
Administration in Wisconsin, a doctral dissertation filed 
with the University of Wisconsin.· 
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Mr. Goodman and Harold M. Groves wrote A Pattern 
of Successful Property Tax Administration: The Wisconsin 
Experience. 
Herbert D. Simpson, The Tax Racket and Tax Reform 
in Chicago is a study of Chicago's fight for reform of tax 
assessment and equalization. 
follows: 
D. J.1ethod of Approach 
My method of approach to the problem will be as 
1. A review of existing maxims of 
property taxation, 
2. The law pertaining to assessors 
and assessment in the Comraonwealth, 
3. Case studies of diversified situa-
tions, 
4. An overall attempt to reach a 
solution to the mass problem 
presented. 
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II. Nature of the Property Tax 
A. Limitations on the Power to Tax 
1. General Limitations 
It is a general rule that all taxes must conform 
to the Constitution of the United States. Inherently there 
are three limitations on this power. These are that the 
t a x must be for a public purpose, that it must be within a 
certain jurisdiction, and that it must be reasonably 
apportioned throughout the universe or area. These three 
limitations are presumedly included in every tax law passed 
in the Uni ted States. 
All taxes must conform to the Constitution of the 
United States. To clarify tha t broad over-all statement it 
should be noted that Federal taxation must be limited to 
specific purposes delegated by the Constitu tion; while each 
state h a s the unlimited power to tax which goes with such a 
sovereignty. This stems from the well known facts of 
history that the Federal government was given its power 
from the individual states. 
a. Taxation for Public Purpose 
It can be stated first tha t taxation must be for 
a public purpose. Jus t what constitutes public purpose 
depends upon where the problem arose, and just how the 
courts felt about it at the time. 
Qu e sti ons of public purpose have arisen fre-
quently in our courts. In the case of the Citizen's Saving 
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and Loan Association v. Topeka, 20 Wall. 655 (1895), it 
declared a Kansas statute, which permitted municipalities to 
loan money or credit to aid private industrial concerns, 
invalid. The same questi.on was brought up frequently 
during the era of railroad construction. The weight of 
opinion, though, fell on the allowance of such a practice 
to continue a nd flourish. It can be said then that there 
are no set lines which can be followed. 
We have many cases of public subsidies for 
private enterprise. A classic example of this is our 
protective tariff. Also the Reconstruction Finance 
Corporation loans could be construed to have an element of 
. subsidy in them. Where the line is drawn is hard to dis-
tinguish. 
There have been a few states and also Federal 
court decisions that the use of public money for private 
business is taxation for a non-public purpose. In the case 
of Green v. Frazier 253 US 233 (1920) state financed mills, 
bank grain elevators, and a housing corporation were 
supported by a bond issue, and were sustained. 
b. Regulatory Measures in Taxati on 
There is now such a wide tendency in this country 
to use the taxation system for the purpose of regulation of 
certain phases of our economy. Controlling consumption 
with taxes, and stimulating it on the other hand with a 
lifting of the tax is but one of the methods. Heavy 
10 
license taxes and customs and duties cont rol production and 
distributi on also. Th e business structure as a whole is 
controlled by t he enforcement of var i ous u ndistributed 
profits taxes and unemployment tax rates. All these tie in 
and enmesh the general ec onomic system in a ti ght easy-to-
manag e bal l. W11.ether or n ot t his is fe as i b le does not come 
wi t h in the scope of t h i s paper. It is just pre sented as a 
fact. 
2. Federal Limi tat ions on the St at es Power to Tax 
States primarily are sovereign bodies, and possess 
wha t cou l d be ca lled "modified" full taxing p ower. Th e 
Constituti on does not state the t ax powers t h ey have, but it 
d oes set a limit on t his freedom. 'l'he fo llowing cou ld be 
said t o be some of the so -ca lle d 11 limi tations 11 • 
a. Import and Exp ort Duties Pr ohibited 
This pr ohi bi ti on corresponds with the similar 
one in respe ct to t he federal levy of export taxes. The 
states can not tax either the bus iness of exporting or 
exported commodities. It should be note d t h ough t hat 
income derived from intrastate operat ion s in subject to an 
income tax on t he net income.-:~ 
b. Treaty Supremacy over St a te Tax Powers 
Unless the sta t e constitutions a ctua lly forbid it, 
stat e tax laws may dis criminate between A-merican citizens 
* 7, Article 1, Section 10 
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and citizens of other countries in their death taxes. But, 
if the Federal g overnment enters a reciprocal non-
discrimination treaty on property rights, this treaty would 
be superior to any state tax laws to the contrary. 
c. Discrimination of Citizens of Other 
States Prohibited 
"The Citizens of each state shall be entitled to 
all Privileges and Immunities of Citizens in the several 
states • "-l~ 
It seems then that states are prohibited to dis-
criminate ag ainst ' citizens. But, what are 11 citj_zens 11 ? 
Are corporations citizens? Corporations are regarded as a 
persona l entity but are not citizens and are not protected 
by this provision. States are free to levy varying taxes 
upon forei gn corporations. 
d. "Federal Instrumentalities" Limitation 
As is pointed out by Mr. Hutton it is not the 
Federal Constitution but rather the way the courts have 
interpreted it that actually forbids the states to tax 
Federal instrumentalities. Chief Justice Marshall in the 
case of McCulloch v. Maryland argued: 
"That the power to tax involves the power to 
destroy; that the power to destroy may defeat and render 
useless the power to create; that there is a plain 
-:~ ibid, Article 4, Section 2 
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re r ns~~::.nco -· n con:fe:r>r"i n .-:r, on one fl' Overnment a power to 
control the Constitutional measures of another, whtch other, 
with respect to those very measures, is declared to be the 
supreme power over that which exercises the control, are 
propositions not to be denied . The state s have no power, 
by taxation or otherwise, to retard , i mpede, burden, or 
in any manner control the operations of the Constitutional 
laws enacted by Congress to carry into execution the powers 
in the general g overnment. n: 
From the strictest interpretation of t h is has 
come a more libe r a l approach. There is a narrowi n g of the 
meaning of "Federal instrumentality." It is still a 
problem that must be f a ced in the future . 
e. Income Tax 
"The Congress shall hav e power to lay a nd collect 
taxes on incomes, from whatever s ource deriv e d, wt t hout 
apportionment among the several states, and without regard 
to any c ause or enumeration. "-::-
-::- i b id, Amendments. : Artlcle XVI 
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B. Definitions 
1. Breakdown and Distinction 
a. Real and Personal Property 
In general, land and the thing s attached to it are 
real property. In general, movable property is personal 
property. But, there are important qualifications of these 
general rules. 
Looking at the problem along another line, 
property is divided into corporeal and incorporeal 
property. Corporeal property is such property as h a s no 
physical body; a horse or automobile, or a lot of land is 
corporeal. A share of stock , a promissory note, or an 
easement, is incorporeal. Another word for incorporeal is 
a "chose in action". 
There are some thing s tha t can not pe called 
either r e al or personal. 
Often in leeal documents is found the expression, 
"land$, ~enements, and hereditaments." "Land includes 
whatever is parcel of the terrestrial glob e or is perma-
nently affixed to such parcel. Tenements si gnifies 
literally a thing he ld, which may be of either a corporeal 
or an incorporeal kind. Heriditaments includes whatever, 
upon the death of the owner passes, in absence of dis-
position by will, by the act of the law, to the heir, and 
not to the executor or administrator."-~-
·::- 4, Section 4 
b. Le aseholds 
A leasehol d is personal property. A leaseh old, 
be ing consi dered by the co~mon law to be an estate of less 
dignity t h an a free h old es tate, came early to be t r eated as 
personal property. It is s till placed in this clas s ifica -
tion. 
In the case of Springfield Southwestern Hy. Co. 
v. Schweitzer et al. Supreme Court of Mi ss ouri 1 912, 246 
Mo . 122, 151 S . W. 128, Justice Lamm said: "Now, at com_rno n 
law a term for years created by a lease was a chattel a 
chatte l real to be sure, but still a chat tel. At the 
tenant' s death such le asehold became an ass et in t he h a nds 
of h is administrator, and did not g o to his heirs . At 
common l aw the term "real estate" did not include a lease." 
c. Liens 
A lien on land is re garded as personal property. 
d . Mortgages 
A promis sory note secured by a mortGage on realty 
is personalty. Wheth er, unde r t he l aw of a pa rticular 
state, t h e mortga ge is regarded as pas sing legal title to 
the mortgagee or as g iving h im only t he equitab le right to 
subject the lan d to the payment of the note secured, the 
inter est of the mortgagee, being no more t h an a chos e in 
action, is personalty. 
e . Timber , Crops 1 Minerals, Etc. 
Standing timber is ordinarily regarded as real 
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prop erty, but may be treated as p e rsonalty by contract 
between t h e owner of and a purchaser of the trees. Growing 
crops are regarded as personalty. Minerals in place in the 
land are a part of the realty. 
Burdick on Real Pro-oerty says: "Everything 
growing u pon the land, except annual crops, is realty. 11 
2. ~hat i s t h e General Property Tax? 
Th e general property tax is a ta.x: upon the value 
of all property, real and personal , tangible and i ntang ible, 
at a uniform rate. In some states the real est a te tax is 
levi ed separately from t h e persona l property tax and some-
times intangi b les are taxed separately from tangibles. 
Again certain businesses such as public utility companies 
are ex empted from t h e general property tax but are s ubjected 
to a special franch i s e tax instead. 
"Taxing corporate s tocks an d bonds as well as t h e 
r eal and tangi b le prope1•ty owned by the corp orations 
involves repetition of tax burdens. Th us taxation of mo s t 
forms of "representative" intangibles personalty involves 
double taxation. 11 ~} rrhe auth or of t h e above quotation goes 
on to say that the taxation on such personalty has come to 
be a tax on honesty, becaus e t h ere is s uch widespread 
evasion and avoi dance. 
3. vvho Ca n Use t h e General Property Tax? 
-:~ ibid, p. 27 
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On a very few occasions has the Federa l 
gover n.lil.e nt used the property tax as a revenue - making 
scheme. The l ast time was during the Civil War . The local 
g overnme nts have used t h i s as their major measure of 
finance . 
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III. Assessment of Property Tax in 
Massachusetts 
1. Assessors 
a . Appointment 
Every assessor in every city or town except 
Boston is elected or appointed to hold office for three 
years , or until his successor is elected or appointed. 
There are three, five, seven, or nine a ssessors in each 
city, and as nearly one third of the number as may b e shall 
be elected or appointed annually. An assessor shall not 
hold the office of collector of taxes. 
b. Appointment in Towns 
The selectmen appoint suitable citizens of the 
town assessors for a term of not more than three years, 
and may remove them at any time for cause after a hearing. 
Upon the qualification of persons so appointed t he term of 
existing assessors o f such town are terminated. 
c. Appointment of Assistant Assessors 
The assessors, during t he month of December each 
year appoint as assistant assessors such number of s uitable 
citizens o f the town as they deem necessary, and may remove 
t hem . Such assistant assessors perform such duties as the 
assessors may require for such time as they determine and 
receive compens at ion only for duties performed as so 
required. Every assistant assessor holds office for the 
calendar year following his appointment unless removed; 
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provided that, in case the assessors fail to appoint a 
successor to any assistant assessor during the month of 
December preceding the expiration of his term of office, 
he shall cont i nue t o serve during the ensuing c a lend ar y e ar 
unless removed.-::-
d. Oath of Office 
Any person chosen to assess tax es or to d ete r mine 
the value of property for the purpose of taxation s hall, 
before entering upon the performance of ~is duties, take 
the following oa th: 
"I, h aving be en chosen to assess taxes and esti-
ma te the value of property for the purpose of t axation for 
the town (or city) of for the y ear (or years) 
ensuing, do s we ar that I will truly and imparti a lly, 
according to my best s k ill and judgment, assess and 
apportion all such taxes as I may during tha t time assess; 
that I will neither overvalue nor undervalue any property 
subj e ct to taxa tion, and tha t I wil l faithfull y perform 
all the duti e s of said office. "-:H<-
e. Penalty for False Valuations 
Any pers on c h osen to determine the valua ti on of 
property for the purpose of taxation who, in order that the 
taxpayer may escape payment from t h eir just proportion of 
any state or county tax, or in order to evade any law 
-l;. 8' p. 42 
-:H:- ibid, P. 49 
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limiting municipal indebtedness or the rate of taxation to 
a percentag e of valuation or for any other fraudulent or 
corrupt purpose, knowingly fixes the valua tion of any 
property at a smaller or e;rea ter BJ.."l.ount than is provided by 
law, shall be punished by a fine of not more than one 
thousand doll a rs, or imprisonment for not more than six 
months or both.* 
f. Vacancies 
A vacancy in the office of assessor shall not 
divest or suspend the author ity and powers of the 
rema ining assessors, notwithstanding any provision of 
special law making mandatory the filling of vacancies.-::--::-
e. Employment of Counsel 
The assessors, or selectmen acting as such may 
employ counsel at the expense of the city or town to 
defend them in all proceeding s und er chapter fifty-ei ght; 
provided, that if such city or town maintains a city 
solicitor or town counsel the assessors, or selectmen 
a cting as such, shall not employ other counsel for such 
defense but shall use such solicitor or cousel therefor, 
whose expenses incurred in such defense shall be paid from 
his g eneral appropriation. 
The fo r egoing restriction on the ri ght of 
assessors, or selectmen acting a s such, to emp~oy counsel 
-:~ ibid , P • L~ 9 
** ibid, P. 52-58 
20 
for such purposes shall not apply in case t he town has made 
an appropriation covering employment of counsel.-::-
-::- ibid, P . 48 
2'1 
2. Real Estate Valua tion 
a. What is Value? 
There are many concepts of the meaning of value. 
The most common is the explanation that v a lue is the basis 
con~odities are to be e xc hanged. Pl a to, for instance, said 
that value was something inherent in a commodity. 
James Maitland, on the other hand, a r gued that 
b o th ability and sc arcity were essential t o v a lue. He said 
tha t the value of every commodity, it h a s been ob served, 
may be altered: 
1. By a diminution in its quantity 
2. By an incre ase in its quantity 
3 .. By an i ncrease of d emand 
4. By a diminution o f d emand. -::-
It can be seen readily that there a re many 
t he ories concerni n g the meaning of v a lue. 
The importance of valuation in the field of real 
e sta te is tha t it is the basis of local taxation. It is 
generally known that the major part o f a local government's 
funds comes from the property t ax . It is very i mp ortan t for 
tax purposes tha t the a ssessment of realty and personalty 
be uniform so that relatively similar properties a re 
assessed at ab out the same fi gure. This is where most of 
t h e trouble in valuat ions comes in. Due to local politics 
this is often mistreated. Later s ections of this discussi on 
-,- s, p. 58 
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will deal with the inequities in the methods, and also 
proposed me ans of alleviating some of the trouble. 
The question at hand is to enumerate and briefly 
explain some of the methods of valuation that are avaj_lable. 
Then in the next section me t hods that are available for the 
Cornnonwealth of Massachusetts according to state statutes 
will be discussed. 
b. Comparison of Values 
This type of valuation represents a development 
of evidences of value through comparison with values g iven 
to similar properties, or to values g iven to the same 
property by others. 
It can be said in this type of valuation con-
sideration should be given to property of the same 
character, the price at which it is sold. Actual sales are 
an exc e llent criterion of value.-::-
c. Capitalization of Rents 
Value of income-producing property is made by 
this method. The very nature of the computation rules out 
the use with r e sidential property. 
It can be said that in the final analysis value 
of land is economic rent capitalized. The economic rent 
of a parcel o f land is that total amount of the gross rent 
derived from the land and any buildings upon it, less 
-::- 6' p. 284 
• . 
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actual e x penses, charges and taxes, lea s interest on the 
cost of any improvement, and less a sufficient amount f'or 
depreciation. The net amount after such deductions would 
represent the mnount attributable to the land or location; 
this is economic rent. 
The value is obtained by considering the ground 
rent to be the income on the sum at a fixed percentage . 
The percentage used should be the prevailing rate of 
interest on investments. The same interest rate cannot be 
used, however , in connection with property of all classes. 
Some property , such a s that used for financial 
or business uEes, is of a very h i gh type and its value is 
stable or increasing, and t h e rate of return on it i s low 
compared to that on other property , in the same manner as 
t h e return on high-grade bonds and other securities is low 
(rela.tively). 
Oth er property, such as that used for cheap 
tenement s , may be considered to have reached its maximum 
value and may be adversely affected by chane;ing conditions. 
•r h e rate of r e turn on property of the latter cla ss s h ould 
be h igher, since it has a g reater· element of risk for the 
investor.->~ 
c. Interest Tables 
For the annuity approach to be used as a method 
-~:- ibid, P. 286 
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of valuation, amounts that are expected to be rece ived in 
the future from the proper ty are t ranslated into present 
value. The future receipts are discounted at what is con-
sidered t o be a fair rate of interest over the life of the 
property. These figures are derived from annuity tables. 
d. Market Conditions 
Perhaps this method is not used by itself, but 
it certainly enters in as a factor in many types of 
valuation. It c oul d be sai d briefly that the normal market 
wh ere t h e supply and dellland cross, is where value will 
come. An active or dull market condition must be 
ad justed to bring about a true value p icture. 
e. Location to the Market 
Nearness to the marke t is an important fa ctor. 
As in the case of the farmer it is the most important 
one. 
f . Community Growth 
Another variable factor i s the growth of the 
community . Business usually stays near the center of a 
section whi l e residences are pushed to the outsldrts. It 
happens that if busines s in turn pushes to the outskirts 
of town, the value of the residential property drops. An 
entirely new valn at ion s ys tem must evolve then.-:~ 
g . Roffman- Ne ill and Davies Rules 
-:<- ibid, P. 254 
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In attempting to determine the relation of the 
parts of a lot to each other and to the total value, 
appraisers have established certain rules by a system of 
inductive reasoning . The rule most frequently used in New 
York is the "Hoffman Rule" comp iled by Murray Hoffman , a 
corp oration counsel for the City of New ·york, who acted for 
a time as commissioner in condemna tion proceedings. A 
typical lot i s divided into strips five feet wide across 
t h e lot, and then values are arbitrar•ily assigned to each 
of those strips, it being taken f or granted t hat all rarts 
of t h ose foot s trips are of equal value . 
More recen tly William E . Davies, a real estate 
broker with much experience in Ne w York City, worked out and 
published a rule agreeing in many way s with the Hoffman rule, 
and better in some respects, because it ascribes a value 
to each foot in t h e lot, instead of assuming that every 
foot of each five-foot strip is of the same valu e. Th e 
Davies rule also ma kes allowance s for a modern condi tion 
that did not exist whe n the Hoffman table ·wa s made: t h e 
added wor t h of, the land behind a line one hundred feet from 
t h e street, which has arisen by reason oi' modern con-
ditions. The Davies rule also allows for the fact that a 
lot may now be t wo hundred feet deep, and t ha t the land all 
the way back may ha ve value. 
h . Corner Influences 
Corner lots, that is t h ose lots locat ed at the 
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intersection of two streets, are worth more tl~an the 
ordinary ins ide lots. The amount of adcli ti anal value 
depends on the importance of the streets, and the use for 
which the property is suitable. 
i. Key Lots 
One that has a special value because it is 
desirable or necessary for the proper utilization of 
adjoining land is called a key lot. There are actually two 
values to this property; one the normal value using the 
property by itself, and the additional value when it is 
considered with the additional property.~~ 
3. Assessment Methods in Massachusetts as Stated in the 
General Laws 
This section will be exerpts from the General 
Laws of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts. Before any 
discussion of prevailing conditions in the state, the law 
as it reads today must be reviewed. 
Section 38. The assessors of each city and town 
shall at the time appointed therefor make a fair cash valua-
tion of all the estate, real and personal, subject to 
taxation therein, and, in cities, the assessors may, in any 
year, divide the city into convenient assessment districts.-:;-..;.-
Section 43. The assessors shall make, on the 
books furnished as provided in section forty-five, a list of 
->:- ibid, Chapter 8 
** 9 , Chapter 59, Section 38 
the valuation and the assessment thereon, in the following 
manner: In each column provided in the book or books so 
furnished shall be entered the ·valuation of that portion 
if any, of the personal property of each person and cor-
p oration, indicated by the heading t hereof. The total 
amount of the tax able personal property shall be sho~m but 
without other detail or specification t h an is pr ovided 
for here in. Before the t a x es are committed for c oll e ction 
t hey shal l deposit the b ooks , or a n attested c opy t hereof , 
in t h eir office, or, if there i s no office, with their 
chairman , for public inspection. 
Section 44. ~rhe list shall exhibit t h e valuati on 
and ass es sment of the polls and estates of t he inhabitants 
ass es s ed; and the valuation an d assessment of the estat es 
of non- resid ent owners, and s hall contain th e names of the 
n on-res ident owner s of the property assessed, or such 
description of them as can be 6iven, their places of abode , 
if known , the d es cr ipti on of t h eir estate, the true value 
of such estat e, and the t ax thereon . 
Section 45 . Each city or town shall provide, on 
or before Janua ry firs t, annually, suitab l e books, for the 
use 0 1' its assessors in the as s essment of taxes, which shall 
contain blank columns , with uniform headinc s for a 
valuation l ist , and blank table s f or aggregat es, in the 
fo llowing form or in such othe r form as the c ommissi one r 
s h all f rom time t o time determine , or in s u ch oth e r form 
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as he shall approve . ( See Tab le :I) ( See Tab le II ) 
To supplement the above materia l Section 23 on 
the duty and manner of a s s e ssing taxe s will be given . 
Se ction 23 . 'rhe assessors shall annually a ssess 
taxe s to an amount not l ess than the aggregate of all 
amounts appropriated , granted or lawfully expended by their 
respe c t :Lve towns since the last preceding annual assessment 
and not provided for therein , of all a mounts requ i red by 
law to be raised by taxation by said town durin6 saiC. y e ar , 
of all u eb t and interest charges ma tured and maturing 
dur•ing t he year and not otherwise provided for, o f all 
amounts necessary to s atisfy final judgments against said 
tovvns , and of all abatements g;ranted on accou nt of t he tax 
assessment of a n y year in excess of t he overlay of that 
year and not otherwise pr ovided for. 3u ch assessments shal l 
no t include liabiLt ties for t h e payment of which towns have 
l avvfully voted to contract debts. The assessors may deduct 
fr om t h e amount re quired to be assessed the amount o:t' all 
estima ted rece i pts of their respective towns l awf ully 
applic ab le to the payment of the expenditures of the year , 
exc luding sums to be received .from pay men t of t he expendi-
tures of the y ear, e x cluding sums to be received from the 
c ommonwealth or county for highway purposes and exclud ing 
estimat e d receipts from land a nd taxes but including, how-
ever , estimated re c eipts from t he e x ci se levied u nder 
chapter sixty and receipts estimated by the comni ss ioner 
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under sect:i.on tVJenty-five A of Chapter fifty-e:i. ght. 
Deductions made by the assessors on account of estimated 
receipts other than those estimated by the commis sioner 
as af oresaid shall not exceed the aggregate amount of 
actual re c eipts received during the .tr eceding financial 
year from the same sources, and deductions shall not be 
made on account of available funds, unless in either case 
app roval in writing shall have been obtained from the 
commis sioner . The commissioner shall approve sue~ 
deductions on account of available funds unless the fu nds 
are not on hand or unless their use would be contrary to 
law; pr ovided, that t he commissioner may, but shall not b e 
required to, approve such deductions in the aggregate of 
more than fifty _;::er cent of the funds availa.ble. Such 
deductions on account of available funds may be made by t he 
asses s ors without such a pproval if the co mm issioner, within 
seven days after the rece i pt of a written request by the 
assessor to make such deductions, fails to render his 
decision thereon. 
If pr·ior to r/Iay tenth in any year, the as sess or s 
of any city except Boston shall not have received from 
the City Clerk a certification of the appropriations voted 
for the annual budget for the said year and if it a p pears 
to them a·fter inquiry of the City Clerk , that such appro-
priations have not been voted , they shall forthwith assess 
a tax for the said year in accordance with the provisions 
00 
the tax to be assessed , there shall be considered as having 
been appropriated for the annaal budget for said year an 
a mount equal to the aggregate a ppropriations voted for the 
annual budget for the next preceding year . 
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1. 1945 Report 
IV. Inadequacies in the 
Valuation of Property 
in Massachusetts 
A. Reports to the Legislature 
by the Financial Commission 
of the City of Boston 
The Finance Commission of the City of Boston 
has for some time been fostering drives for more equitable 
property assessing. They say, and we agree, that this 
determination of r~te and value of taxation is the most 
important municipal administrative act. One of the 
purposes of this paper is to point out that business comes 
and goes out of a city in line with the impression created 
by the tax structure. The one sore point is that mayors 
and executive officers of a city are more concerned with 
the political effects of the said tax. 
Even in 1945, the commission reported a dilemma. 
"Business is needed to reduce the tax rate by increasing 
valuations, but that business is held off by the high 
rate and the present high valuation policy on business 
property. Business and industry must have the assurance 
of an economical governmental structure and administration 
as well as a scientific and equitable policy of assesment, 
if they are to be expected to place confidence in the 
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future of the city and establish here."* 
2. 1946 Report 
It was stated that property valuations had been 
continually sinking since 1930. The effort in 1945 and 
1946 to start general vruuations upward was checkmated by 
a revision of valuation order by the State Appellate Tax 
Board and also by subsequent decisions by assessors who 
had started this upward movement. By December of 1946 
the new valuations were not discernible. 
According to this report also it is said, "The 
administration in office always desires to promulgate a 
tax rate as low as the component parts of the computations 
can be twisted to give." 
There were adjustments made in the 1946 valuations. 
These were reductions made by the assessors themselves 
and not ordered by the Appellate Tax Board. The assessor$ 
reversed the decision they had made a few months before. 
To bring out this point clearer it would be best to quote 
from the booklet: 
"How this vast amount of abatements came about 
is an interested story. Owners of Boston real estate have 
been carrying their protests against assessors valuation 
to the State Appellate Tax Board now for several years. 
* 10 
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The number of the owners thus protesting assessors decisions 
is in the thousands, and the amount of the assessable val-
uation which has been claimed to be excessive is in the 
hundreds of millions of dollars. 
"When the administration came into office in January 
1946, there was litigation pending in regard to valuations 
of every year since 1930. The new assessors, on the inst-
ruction of the new mayor, adopted the policy of settling 
the se cases without specific order of the Appellate Tax 
Board. As a result, abatement s wh!Lch had been denied by 
the assessors of the two previous a~~inistrations now 
became a daily occurrence. Those who had influence enough 
to obtain abatements for clients reaped in 1946 their great -
est harvest in this field. Valuations fixed by preceding 
boards of asse ssors in 1940, 1941, 1942, 1943, 1944, and 
1945, on wh ich assessors to 1946 had resisted all pressure 
now began to move downward. This consisted in a large 
part the cases pending before the Appellate Tax Board. 
They were settled in assessors' conferences. Thousands of 
eases were wiped off the books by the settlement process. 
The Finance Commission does not desire to insinuate that 
there was no merit to all the specific abatements, because 
the Commission has been in the front line for years of those 
who contend that many valuations fixed in those years were 
relatively too hi5h. However, the change of heart in the 
Assessing Department was striking. Nevertheless, it is not 
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l i kewi se substant ially reduced before the year e n ded • 
. The chang e of h e art with r e s pec t to 1946 valua tions d id 
not come about until af ter 1946 valua tions h a d b e en 
e stablished and the t a x rate decla red. 
"On t he merits of v a l ua tion s a s fi xed by the 
a ss e ssors in the l a st half-doz e n years (the Finance 
Commis si on a l ways cl aimed many of t hem we r e delibe r a t ely 
ov er- a s se ss e d to p e r mit a lowe r than p roper tax r a te), 
the rec ord o f the decis i on s o f t he S t a te Appell a te Tax 
Board s u stains t h e F' inanc e Commissi on's c ont enti ons. For 
exampl e , this r ecor d r e v e als t ha t in 1946, t here were 619 
decis i ons by whi ch the Boa rd ord~ re d a r educti on of 
valuat ions in t h e amount of ~~21,00 8 , 800; i n t ax mone y thi s 
amounted to ~ 850, 004. 45. In t a x money t hus refun ded , j_ t 
was the se c on d l argest amount -'i_n an y year in t h e h is t ory 
of the Appellat e Ta x Board. Th is tot a l of $850, 004. 45 wa s 
26% of the tota l o f the tax bi lls on the p roperti e s in 
ques: t i on. It must b e kep t in mind t ha t t h e c ase s invol ve d 
i n t hese 1946 Dec :i_s i on s b y t he hppellate Tax Board were 
ol d ca s e s; i . e ., they were appeals on valuat ions f ixed 
b y a s s e ss ors t\:'~o , t hree , and more years ago." 
3. 1948 Report 
The gene r a l t heme o f the l ast s ection wa s t ha t 
the v a l ua tion o f t he City o f Bos ton was se t high to 
depress the t ax ~a te. 
In t he repor t of 1948, the same sltua tion aros e . 
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nvaluati ons were s ubsequently redu c ed radi cal l y ; t hat t he 
process would be renewed in the next year notwithstanding 
the fact that the previous year's valuation had been re-
duced in the meantime to a level considerably below the 
new valuation. For instance, the following table shows 
that the 1947 valuation had been reduced to $1,512,192,900, 
by reasons of abatements, at the end of 1947; but at tax 
rate time in 1948 the valuation was set at $1,518,994,000, 
and by the end of 1948 the 1947 valuation had been re-
duced to $1,462, 982;, 920.rt 
Charts # I and I I will give a review of property 
values in the City of Boston for the past forty years. 
Charts # III and IV will give the corresponding tax 
rates for the same years. 
B. Case Studies of Actual Experiences 
l. Business Property 
The problem of making case studies of the assess-
ment methods in Massachusetts was accomplished through the 
method of questionnaires and personal interviews. For the 
questionnaire a sample of fifty business execu tives and home 
owners were t aken. Table n umber IV and V will give the 
form of quesionnalre and the statistical results of the 
inquiry. 
From the results it can be seen that 100% of 
the total had been assessed in the last five years. Of 
t hese f i f t y that had b e en assessed 66% had been re -
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total had been assessed in the last five years. Of these 
fifty that had been assessed 66% had been reassessed, and 
.33% of this total had been assessed three times during this 
period. Of these reassessments one third of the interviewed 
stated that they had received token abatements. 
Of course this can not be taken all as pure fact. 
It must be realized that there is a great deal of human 
nature and indignation to anything an individual can not 
control himself. Psychology has taught us that the human 
being is a r ebelU.ous animal and is always ready to criticize 
everything. But, everyone who had done any research of the 
general assessment methods realizes that there is much to 
be done in the field to make it a workable, equitable plan. 
Just as an example of the wide breach between 
theory and practice the following will be submitted as 
evidence. A letter dated August 24, 1950 is from a town 
in the north east section of the state. The chairman of 
the board of assessors states:: ttThe method now employed 
in our town in establishing a value on a house is as follows: 
The building is measured to find a square foot area. It 
is classified as to type, condi ti .)n, and age. A reproduction 
cost is figured at the 1938 level of labor and material. 
This year is used because values were normal. Depreciation 
is allowed for a g e and conditi on. This should give a sound 
value for assessing purposes. Land values are established 
according to location, use and desirability. We have not 
considered present market values, nor have rentals entered 
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into the picture. Other communities take both of these 
factors into consideration." 
It should be stated here that this sample town 
used in the explanation is a good example of Massachusetts. 
towns and cities. The town in scrutiny is primarily a 
manufacturing town, with residential property ranging from 
an assessed valuati on of $5000 to $25000. Two-thirds 
of the residential valuation is in the bracket of $8000 
to $15,000. 
Now, from the property owners' viewpoint the 
following answer was given to question 3c (see table V). 
ttThe method used, if any, is based on cubage 
for buildings and classification of real estate by location. 
The final analysis seems to g ive us a r esult similar to 
that of stating that a square yard of feathers and a 
square yard of gold have the same and equal value. Rental 
income has not been considered. 
"Eg. Sutton and Chadwick Streets both improved 
by hard surfaced streets, sewer, water, and other public 
utilities. The north side of street is assessed for an 
averag e of 6¢ per foot for depth of 120 feet and the south 
side assessed for approximately i¢ per foot. A like 
situation prevails on Chadwick Street. The property of the 
low assessment value is owned by a person who is considered 
unable to pay a rightful assessment and therefore we now 
have the department of public welfare considered in the 
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overall plan of values. 
"Building A is of brick construction, 1923, con-
taining approx imately 77 foot frontage, central heating 
plant, with an income of approximately $4500 annually. It 
is assessed for $ 12500 in 1950 and $13000 in 1940. On the 
other hand building B has a 60 foot front (both had 50 foot 
depth), is of frame construction built in 1911, with an 
income of $ 3000 annually, and was assessed in 1950 at 
$l250o~·· and in 1940 at $5000. 
"These buildings are both on the main street. 
'l 'he chairman of the board of assessors only answers that 
this is reassessment. The chairman was on the board both 
years. He cannot or will not explain why or what has 
occurred to depreciate the Building A and to appreciate 
Building B by 250% 
11Many such instances prevail that time and space 
will not permit, however this is the result of a scientific 
revaluation at a cost of about $20,000 to the town, and 
appears to border on fraud, if not so. 
"There appears, by the newly printed book of 
assessed values, that at least one parcel of property has 
b e en completely over-looked and no assessment levied. This 
is a home of approximately seven or eight rooms. 
"One of the abat ements granted Building B was, for 
approximately 4000 feet of land that was 40 feet below 
grade or commonly known as a dump. 'I'his scientific survey 
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failed to reveal this and the land was assessed at 101 per 
foot. 
"Further the local assessors are so incompetent 
that it is necessary for them to put the town to the 
expense of hiring an engineer to ascertain the ownership of 
a piece of land that they have erronously listed after being 
told the book and page number of the registry of deeds by 
the owner." 
The above dissertation must not all be taken as 
a complete indictment of the assessing officers of the town. 
It does start a chain of thinking with the conclusion that 
all is not right with the method. 
From the survey other comments were made that are 
worth noting. 
In a suburb of Boston, where the homes are notably 
high-priced the following comment was made: 
"When I purchased my property it was reassessed 
at an arbitrary 2/3 of sales price. This resulted in an 
approximate 50% increa se in assessed valuation. Half of 
this i ncrease was abated upon protest. This causes 
recently sold or purchased property to be assessed on a 
different basis than other property." 
The p erson goes on to say that "It should be 
required that all property in any one town or city be 
assessed on the same basis. The board of assessors in 
agree in principle, but say that is is imprac-
ticable to reassess the entire town. This should be 
required. n: 
A home-owner in another suburb of Boston states that 
when he sought a review "Several men, not all on the board 
of assessors came to see the house inside and out, my claim 
was 'not allowed'.~ 
Comments along this vein were made throughout 
the survey. Not one~ out of fifty, were satisfied with 
the pres ent method. They~ thought it inequitable. The 
sampling that was used was of course a directed type 
(opposed to random), but still no though was given to 
directing this survey to dissatisfied citizens. It was 
meant to bring in an accurate cross-section of f eelings 
and interests in the state. See Table # V for the break-
down in areas covered in the survey. 
2. Resi den t ial Pr ope r t y 
This subject was covered in the above paragraphs 
in conjunction with business properties. Both were treated 
jointly. 
V. Proposed Ch anges for t he Valuation 
of Property in Massachusetts 
A. Proposal Under Consideration 
Back in chapter three various methods of valua-
tion of property were given. Among them were: comparison 
of values, c apitalization of rents, inte _?est tables, 
market conditions, location to the market, community 
growth, the Hoffman-Neill and Davies rules, corner 
influences, and key lots. These were all discuss ed at the 
time. 
The old historic rule had be en tha t every piece 
of property should be assessed at the value it would 
corunand in a free market transfer. This rul e was valid 
in a less complicated society than we know today. 
A small note is inj ected h e re just as a matter 
of g eneral interest. In England property is taxed on the 
annual income value rather than on the market or cap ital 
v alue. 
1. Classification of Property 
Spec-ial rati n g s for each type of land hi ghli ght 
thi s f orm of v alua tion of property. The sta t e of Minnesota 
uses the method, and it h a s worked out quite satisfactorily. 
There has developed in Minnesota an elabora te system of 
v arying ratios of assessment to true value for different 
classes of property. For example, iron ore , mined or 
unmined, is as s essed a t 50% of true value, p lotted urb an 
real estate at 40%, rural real estate and much urban 
personal property at 33 1/3%, household goods at 25% and 
rural personal property at 10%. * 
* 1 , Chapter 86 
B. Proposed Method of Author 
1. Personnel 
The method proposed by the author is f irst of all 
to for get about the s y stem as we know it today. It has 
been proven inadequate to meet the existing conditions 
today. 
The Commonwealth should be the prime body 
governing the assessment procedures. There would be less 
chance for mismanagement, because the personal element that 
is present in a s maller body is eliminated to some extent. 
The most i mp ortant phase of the progr am would be 
to find suitable assessors. Just as top _manag ement is 
s ecured , so should these men be secured. 
The salary should be ade'quate. Each city or , town 
would contribute an equitable share (based on popula tion) 
.;, ~ . 
to the g eneral salary fund of these state employ ees• Each 
community, of course, would be r e l ieved of pro.vid i n g for 
their own assessors in this method . 
The state would be t he titular b.e a d of all the 
assessing activities, and it woul d be the duty of the 
Civil Service Commission to initiate a suitable com-
petitive examina tion. It would also have the task of 
setting ver¥ hi gh requirements for a candidate. The 
position would be under the Civil Service Dep a rtment, 
t hus not aff ected by political cycles. 
In this plan there should als o be a separation in 
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department s to insure specialization among the assessors. 
Massachusetts has such diversified indus t ry it is necessary 
to do t h is. 
2. Salary Schedule 
The staffs shoul d be placed in the Civil Service 
classification of "Clerical Personnel" and "Administra tive 
Personnel." The wage rates would b e as follows: 
a. Clerical 
Clerical ~il800 to $2300 
J unior .Secretarial 2300 to 2500 
Senior Secretarial 2500 to 2800 
Executive Secretarial 2800 to 3300 
b. Administrative 
Semi-Professional 3300 to 4300 
Professional 4500 to 6)00 
'rhe administra tive p e rs onnel includes the direct 
assistants under the c hief as se ssors, and their assistants. 
A sp e cial classification for the chief assessors 
would be necessary. A suggested rang e of from $10,000 to 
~lil2,000 at the current market, woul d be essential. 
Provisions for increments should be made. 
3. Me thods and Considerations 
All the property to be assessed should be 
inspected thoroughly, interior as well a s exterior. This 
should be done yearly. As an evidence tha t the premises 
had been inspected, a certification from the assessor, at 
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the time of the valuation, should be g iven to the property 
owner or manager. After the valua tion had been made the 
property owner should be mailed a c opy of the set figure 
computed by the assessor. 
Some a reas of the state are more suitable for a 
specific enterprise. For example, cormnercial property 
value should be higher in a highly industrialized section 
than in a rural area away from the market facilities. 
Factor s of this type must be considered. 
Aesthetic value has much to do with property 
valuation. An identical home in a well-kept residential 
area has a higher value than an exact copy in a slum. 
Interior finish on commercial and residential 
property should be noted. True property value can be 
disguised easily. It takes a trained pers on c ognizant of 
·all phases of construction to detect hidden value. 
Property under construction should be given a 
tentative appraisal from the drawing s and specifications of 
the builder. The final valuation should be made shortly 
after completion of the project. A verification should be 
made on such property at intervals to insure a correct 
assessment . 
If the property owner cares to protest the 
assessment, he should have the right to do so, but only for 
a limited time. A number of days, perhaps 60, after the 
final assessment in the state, should be given. After such 
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time, if there are no complaints, the assessment should 
stand. 
The hearing s of review should be held before all 
the assessors, plu s a repre sentative from each district. A 
mayor or selectman could serve in this capacity. 
All such r eviews should be recorded a g ainst the 
specj_fic assessing officer, and a limited numbel'"' of reviews 
or abatements in a specific period should be a llowed. Th is 
could be grounds for dismissal. This is an incentive to 
keep an assessor scrupulously unbiased and alert . 
True market value of the proper ty should be used 
as a basj_s. Market value of J anuary 1 in the year should 
be used . By using current value it would be more app arent 
wha t the valua tion should be, rather than a past date base. 
The community s hould be controlled as to their 
tax rate. With these high assessments, there would develop a 
necessity to keep a rigid control over the fiscal policies 
of a community. 
B'y using this uniform method state-wide, it is 
the author's conviction that many of the inequities in the 
present s y stem could be elimlnated. 
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VI. Conclusion 
In conclusion it can be said that because the 
laws in the Co~nonwealth are so flexible, each city and 
town has had a free hand to install whatever methods if 
feels are best suited. As a result there are ~undreds of 
varying assessment methods and practices. Perhaps 
this is traced to the old New Eng land tradition of each 
toVIm k eep ing "home rule, 11 but with the complex economy of 
the Comraonwealth today, this is very impractical. 
This thesis has tried to trace just what is the 
property tax, how it op erates, and what the laws in 
Massachusetts say about assessment methods. 
Case examples on just what is happ ening, and 
what h a s happened in the Commonwealth's large st city 
(Boston) has proven that some drastic reform is needed. 
By using case studies it has shown that the 
ordinary citizen of the state is not satisfied with the 
methods now employed. Many feel that the prop erty 
owners are carrying too much of a burden. The general 
cons ensus of op inion is t hat if a person actually felt 
he wa s not being mistre ate d h e would g l a dly pay his 
share of the tax load. 
To bring the thesis to a conclusion, a 
definite alternative summary p lan on a state-wi de 
assessment program was introduced, pla cing r esp onsible, 
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well trained, efficient assessors in complete cha r g e of 
the operations. 
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TABLE ITI 
BREAKDOWN OF CITI ES AND TOWNS COVE'RED IN SURVEY 
City 
Boston. 
Business Residential 
......................... 5 . ... . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Newton •.•• . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .............. . •••••••••••• 2 •••.•• 
Cam b r i dg e • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 3 . . . . . . . . . • • · · · • • • • 3 · • • · • · 
Belmont ................... ........•.....•...•••..••. 1 ..... . 
Winchester. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Lawrence ....................... . 5. 
North Andover. 
Springfield. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
• 2. 
.2. 
\V orcester ....................... 4. 
................ • 2. . . . . . 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
.2 • 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. . . . . . . . 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
}1 e w Be df or d . . . . . . • . . . . . . . • . . . • • • 2 • • • . • • . • • . . . . . . . . . . . • • • • • 
Lowell ....................... ... 2 •••••••••.••••• ••• 2 .... . . 
Everett ......................... 1 ... ............. . 
Lynn •• . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2 . . . . . 
Totals 26 
54 
TABLE IV 
SAMPLE OF QUESTIONNAI RE US ED IN SURVEY 
1. Do you own real or personal property in the Common-
wealth of Massachusetts? 
2. ~rnere is your property located? 
3. a. Has your property been assessed or reassessed in 
the last five years? 
b. How many time s to your knowledg e ha s your property 
been assessed or reassessed? 
c. Do you know what method of assessment is used in 
your city or town? 
d. Do you have any criticism of the method? 
e. Have you ever sought a review from assessment 
officia ls on the matter? 
f. What happened? 
4. Have you any comments on the property tax structure 
in Massachusetts? 
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